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Fences 
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My wife cried . 

The nignt that the city’s Board of 
Zoning Appeals (BZA) rejected our 
request for a variance t o keep the picket 
fence Sharon had wanted Til her lile . we 
returned home, to the property she is 
remaking into her “dream house” - 
. with borrowed mo ney and lots of hard, 
airly “work — oB her part. 

Neither of us made a move to leave 
the car. Through tears of frustration, in 
a bitter tone, my wife asked: “How can 
t hey take aw ay our constitutional 
rights ? The fence bothers no oneTIlgels 
in no one’s way. How can they tell us 
what we can do, that far (18 feet) inside 
our own property line?" 

As last week’s News-Post story 
reported, Sharon’s fence hks become the 
target of a barrage oTphblic jokes, City 
Hall whispers and blatant charges_that 

her husband h nrT T)een _ CailghTTed- 
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MX 



The simple truth had been presented 
publicly before the BZA in December: 
We assumed Lone Fence had the permit 
whenTts worxers snowed up. The com-' 
pany took for granted that we had per- 
mission from City Hall. This honest 
chaos, however wrong, scarcely 
amounted to Frederick’s Crime of the 
Century. 

To his credit, Long’ s local manager, 
Tom Ritter, had raised the point that our 
house’s age might demand permission/ 
for the fence from the city’s Historic! 
District Commission (HDC). But, as\ 
former residents on East Fourth Street, 
we knew the move out North Market had 
taken us outside HDC territory. 

However, from no one did we receive 
an alert that a 1064 city ordinance pro- 
hibits any fence or hedge and virtually 
all structures, including flag poles and 
rose trellises, in Frederick front or 
“street side” yards. 

According to old-timers in town, the 
law was meant to protect public safety 
and the integrity of neighborhoods, 
although the ordinance, a? written, 
offers no stated purpose or guidelines. 

Furthermore, the law’s enforcement 
over the years has been “spotty,” at 
best. A drive around the city easily 
turns up violations against the ordi- 
nance. Many, but not all the fences and 
structures, are “illegal.” Some re- 
ceived building permits from the city 
planning office which has relied on 
liberal interpretations, rather than 
attempting strict enforcement to avert 
the wrath of taxpayers. 

As a result, the power for permitting 




front or street side fences and structures 
rests with the descretion of city officials, 
almost entirely. 

The stated policy for tagging viola- 
tions can be summed up: The planning 
office acts only upon complaints. But 
that was not the case with Walter 
Rooney. His 1885 post-and-rail fence 
caught the eye of an official “who hap- 
pened to be in the neighborhood." I was 
told, by the , official, he was surprised 
later to discover the fence belonged to 
Mr. Rooney, with whom he was working 
at the time, and seeing frequently, on 
another zoning matter. 

However it happened, the order to 
tear down the Rooney fence should 
throw a ch ill fiimrirpri^nf Frederic k 
Homes, it demonstrates tSyHffall’s 
THtt&mal to strike out at long-standing 
fences and structures, erected over the 
years in innocence of the ordnance's 
strict prohibitions, therefore, without 
permits. , 

In fact, the Meachums’ violation was 
impossible to miss, simply because o f 
JfTe p ubUcjiature of my wor£.~Tcrr that 
veryTeasonTwe would have both been 
gold-plated idiots had we attempted to 
conspire to throw up the pickets with the 
hope that no one would notice, as critics 
charge. The opposite was true. 

Twice in this column, I “advertised” 
our plan to grace this old farmhouse 
with pickets out front — before Long 
Fence started the job. 

Based on past evidence of City Hall’s 
close attention to this space, logic would 
suggest that someone in an official 
capacity must have been aware of the 
Meachums’ intention to "break the 
law.” The second, and final, “notice” 
about the fence, appeared in the column 
on Monday, Oct. 5, four days before the 
fence went up, shortly after the annual 
county fair. 

The column, “New bride, old house,” 
related our preparations for marrying 
off daughter Shawn the following month, 
including having the fence up. After the 
city planning director visited to confirm 
the order to tear down, I wondered about 





his departing remarK. Don't worry, 
Hoy, your fence will still be there for the 
big wedding.” 

r How could he have known about the 
impending marriage and not about our 
plan to build an illegal fence? Both facts 
appeared in the same column. 

The reason for mentioning the county 
fair is because in a piece dedicated to 
relating the particular pleasures I had 
found at the fair, there was mention, 
brifef and buried, of Mayor Ronald 
Young’s plan to open a restaurant 
downtown. 

Breaking the story caused the mayor 
to accuse me of ‘‘outright lying.” He 
charged the paper with a lack of ethics 
for printing the column, which sug- 
gested Mr. Young practiced ‘‘full dis- 
closure” about backing for the new 
place. 

I accused the mayor of nothing. My 
suggestion was meant to avoid the flap 
which developed when Mr. Young had 
opened a convenience store without 
providing financial information. 

The mayor's blast against me 
appeared six days before the column 
dealing with the upcoming wedding and 
its mention of the fence. This column's 
readership within City Hall almost cer- 
tainly ran higher than usual imme- 
diately after the mayor’s attack. 
Wouldn’t you think? 

Mr. Young’s charges made the News- 
* Post front page. Friends have sug- 
gested that I should have been warned 
. the mayor would “get even.” Certainly, 
"allowing a company to put up a fence 
Te s s tnfc n two weeks later — 
withoutchecking for pemit- 
was dumb, on my part. I plead guilty. 

On the other hand, in dealing with an 
existing fence, Sharon and I decided to 
follow the appeals process available to 
all citizens caught in our circum- 
stances. Why this decision offended 
some people, 1 have no idea. But there is 
much about what a former Washington 
Post colleague calls ‘‘Q^derick^sji^at 
f ence war” I do not unoerSladil. ^ ' 
Xlriehd advised us to get a lawyer to 

1 plead our case before the BZA. He 
called me a ‘‘damned fool” for believing 
our case would win on its ju ftcits. In any 
eTEfif, obtaining legal counsel turned out 
to be more complicated than simply 



picking up the phone. 

When Sharon and I decided last week 
to pursue further the fight to keep her 
“dream” fence four different attorneys 
declined our case. “Frankly,” one 
lawyer said, “I do too much business 
with the city to get on the wrong side of 
the mayor.” 

Nevertheless, we have been the 
recepients of sympathetic guidance 
from the legal community. And finally 
we found a lawyer who considered our 
case, and on its merits is exploring 
grounds for appealing the £ZA decision 
f to the Circuit Court. In light of our 
I earlier experience, L will withhold ou r 
/ f 0 r the time being. 

Meanwhile, the fame of the “fence 
war” has slipped into metropolitan 
newsrooms. An unknown Evening Sun 
editor red-circled last Wednesday’s 
News-Post headline and attached the 
story to a memo, suggesting the paper’s 
columnist Dan Rodricks might want to 
check out the story. 

A morning Sun reporter called. “Two 
front page stories plus editorials?” he 
asked. “What did that guy Young do, 
threaten to burn down the (News-Post) 
building?” He was reminded of ex- 
mayor William Donald Schaefer’s put- 
ting the squeeze on other journalists. 

) A friend from my television years 
wants me to send the stories, editorials 
and my columns to “60 Minutes.” “It’s 
a natural,” he said, “and you know 
(executive producer) Don Hewitt.” I 
do. 

| But neither Sharon nor I have any 
I desire to expand the furor. “Outside” 

I media might find an “angle” that would 
1 reflect unfavorably on Frederick and 
Ithis is too special a community to take 
pat chance. 

We simply would like to find a legal 
way to keep my wife’s picket fence. We 
obviously hope to win before the Circuit 
Court. In that happy event, we will be 
able to fight for a text amendment in the 
present ordinance with “clean hands.” 

[ The suspicion of selfish motives will be 
\ clearly removed. ' 

However, if in the end, the fence must 
come down, I will persevere in my 
efforts to chang e the law that has given 
py tch misery. Whatever it takes. 
Sharon and ~T~'flon’t want other 
homeowners left vulnerable the way we 
were tp th e m« nf City Hall. 



